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ABSTRACT 



A study was conducted in England in 1997 to consider 
materials that were available to support students making a transition from 
compulsory education to the study of mathematics in noncompulsory post -16 
education. This report on the study also contains an outline of the basic 
structures of the English education system and its assessment provisions. 
Recent changes in the English educational assessment system and to the 
curriculum with the adoption of the National Curriculum have created 
considerable interest in the transition students face between the General 
Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) mathematics and the "A level" 
examinations required for university entrance. Responses by 67 colleges and 
schools to a questionnaire about the transition were used to select 5 
institutions for case studies and interviews about practices. Specific 
information about difficulties schools and colleges noted about gaps between 
the two mathematics curricula are identified and grouped into concerns about 
teaching in the "pre-16" years, teaching related to the GCSE, and teaching 
for students after the age of 16 who are beginning their A-level courses of 
study. Five recommendations are made for easing students' transition between 
the two curricula. Appendixes contain the attainment target for mathematics, 
a mathematics task, and a list of A-level prerequisites in mathematics. 
(Contains six references.) (SLD) 
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Introduction and outline of this paper 

This paper will report on the results of a study undertaken in England in 1997 (Winter et al, 1997). 
The initial purpose of the study was to consider the materials which were available to support students 
making a transition from compulsory education to the study of mathematics in non-compulsory post- 
16 education. 

The basic structures of the English education system and its assessment will be outlined for the non- 
English reader as will the range of reforms in recent years which have led to concerns about the 
possible ‘gap’ which students encounter in this phase of their mathematical education. 

The structure and methodology of the study will then be described and the development of the features 
being examined as the study proceeded will be outlined. 

The major part of the paper will then be devoted to the main findings of the study and some of the 
data which supports them. This will include both questionnaire results and case study data which 
illuminated and deepened the insights gained from the questionnaire. 

Conclusions will then be offered, both in terms of recommendations which were made in the English 
context and in general terms which have a wider applicability and can offer pointers for effective 
practice in other education systems. 



The English assessment system at ages 16 and 18 

This section of the paper will describe the main features of the assessment system, focusing on 
mathematics, at ages 16 and 18. The system of assessment at age 16 has undergone major changes in 
the last 10 years and this part will concentrate on outlining the broad structures while the next will 
look at some of the qualitative changes which have accompanied the structural changes. 

The main system of external examinations for students at school leaving age (16 years) has changed 
in quite fundamental ways twice in short succession recently. First, the system of GCE O levels and 
CSE examinations (intended for approximately the top 25% and next 35% of the attainment range of 
students respectively) was superseded by a new unified examination called GCSE, the General 
Certificate of Secondary Education. This new assessment system incorporated elements from both of 
its predecessors and was intended to simplify the certification of students of school leaving age as well 
as introduce for all students of that age a more widely ranging set of assessment methods. This 
assessment aimed to recognise positive achievement from a more widely ranging set of assessment 
tasks, including tasks undertaken in school, often both set and marked by the student’s teacher. The 
first examinations of the GCSE were in 1988. 

The arrival of the National Curriculum (NC) in 1989 was therefore a major further upheaval at a time 
when teachers were still developing their understanding of the requirements of the GCSE examination 
system. This was the first time that England and Wales had had a statutory curriculum for all students 
and an accompanying statutory assessment scheme applicable to students throughout compulsory 
education from ages 5 to 16 - divided into Key Stages 1 to 4 1 (DES, 1989; DFE, 1995). It was decided 



1 The age and school year structure of the Key Stages is as follows: 

Key Stage 1 Ages 5 to 7 Years R (Reception), 1 and 2 
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